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Connelly:
cuts

By JULIE MACK
Advance Staff Writer il ;
When the federal government
announced its intention to yank
nearly $20 million in Medicaid

funding for Staten Island Devel-

opmental Center, federal officials
said the issue was that SIDC had
failed to meet federal standards
on quality of care.

But now some state officials
are claiming that the real issue is
politics, and that the decision to
pull Medicaid funding results
from the Reagan administration’s
desire ta save money and perhaps
 embarrass Gov. Mario M. Cuomo.
"-“To_me,” there’s no ‘question”
_that Lthe -federal  government'’s
~"motivation is political Assembly-

woman - Elizabeth Connelly said.

“This is not an area where the

federal government is concerned

about the quality of care. They
are just hard-pressed to find ar-
.eas to cut Medicaid. They also
want to embarrass Cuomo, who is
,.a possible contender (for the

Democratic presidential ticket)

the next time around.”

Arthur Webb, commissioner of
the state Office of Mental Re-

tard#tise "afid Developmental

Disabilities, which operates SIDC,
said that while he doubts the Rea-
gan administration is trying to
sabotage Cuomo, he does think
that the Medicaid cutoff is “part
of an overall effort to redyce the
cost of government.”

_“The nation's mental retarda-
tion programs have been targeted
by HCFA (the federal Health
Care Financing Administration)
In a major attempt to discredit
these institutions and disallow
their Medicaid funds.” Webh
said."It's almost like they want to
get out of the business (of funding
services for the retarded).”

HCFA, which is a division.-of -

the:* Department ‘of Health and
Human Services, annquriced its-
decision in April to halt Medicaid
funding for SIDC..The funds wére

SIDC
are political

to e cut off June.14, but that Has
been delayed‘because the'state- _
has filed an appeal. Federal fund- |
ing will continue until the appeal
is decided.

At stake is half of SIDC’s op-
erating budget. Also in jeopardy
is almost $50 million in annual
federal funding for Letchworth
Developmental Center in Rock-
land County, which faces a simi-
lar sanction. Webb said more
state institutions may be decerti-
fied in upcoming weeks. Any |
Medicaid monies withleld by’ the
federal government will' have to
be made up by the state. -+

In the case of both Letchworth
and SIDC, Health dnd Human |
Services based its decertification
on recent federal audits which
cited substantial deficiencies in
the facilities’ quality of care. At |
SIDC, -the federal auditors
claimed the ifistitution was dutof”
compliance ifi ‘ot {Hapib €4

it from

gories, - ranging
tratf’gg policy to food 2]
health care. Vales .
When announcing the -agency’s
intention to cut off funding, Alan
Saperstein; associate rééi_onal di-
rector of HCFA, admitted that
SIDC has improved :sin¢é the
early 1970s* when ‘the -facility
earned a notorious reputation for
gross overcrowding and
understaffing. However,
Saperstein said the institution’s
rate of improvement falls below
expectations and that serious de-
ficiencies remain.

“I'm not going to say the situa-
tion at SIDC has gotten worse”
over the past few years,
Saperstein said in April. “But tak-
ing a look at the circumstances —
at the critical, attenti that the
pasf"{[l} yéar weipe
to find much more
done.”

B

Another factor is that Health
and Human Services is becoming -,
much more aggressive about ‘en-
forcing federal standards at Med-
icaid-funded facilities, Saperstein
said, adding that federal survey-
ors have become “much more so-
phisticated” in''their ability to
detect deficiencies. ¢ i

It is this policy that lies at. tﬁe
core of the controversy. While

| Saperstein insists that the more

rigid enforcement of federal stan-
dards is motivated by wanting to
improve client care, others
charge it is merely a cost-saving
maneuver.’

Webb points to a study by the
National Association of Mental
Retardation Directors which
claims that the new level of en-
forcement has created confusion

rather than upgraded standards
of care. ;

“The .fedefal government is
taking major disallowances (in
Medicaid funding) in areas 'like
education and rehabilitation —
areas that lie at the heart of
mental retardation services.
They say we're not doing things.
right, but when we ask what we:
should be doing, they can't tell us."
It’s created tremendous confusion
and has led, I think, to a national
crisis,” Webb said.

“After making major strides
over the past 10 years in treati[ég ;
the mentally retarded, the fed-
eral government is now taking
away money for those very pro-,

| grams.”

While the problem is national
in scope, New York State is par-
ticularly vulnerable. because it
receives about 20 percent of all
Medicaid funds for ‘meptal re-.
tardation services, and treats 17 -
percent of the nation’s mentally
retarded, according to Webb.

Mrs. Connelly and Webb,
among others, contend that the
federal government may be exag-
gerating the deficiencies of facili-
ties to justify cutting off federal
funding. Along these lines, there
are questions whether. the federal
reports paint an accurate picture
of 'SIDC el W Gl o4’



